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with	 tusks.	 Some	 appear	 with	 heads	 crushed,	 clinging	 between	 your	 teeth.	 The	
heroes	of	the	mortal	world	enter	your	flaming	mouths	.	.	.	As	moths	that	fly	to	their	


























































































































































































































































































the	 classical	 example	 of	 an	 ideal	 servant	 of	 God.	 This	 type	 of	 relationship	
marks	 the	 beginning	 of	 love.	 At	 a	 later	 stage	 bhakti	 gets	 deepened	 and	 is	
comparable	 to	 the	 love	 and	 regards	 that	 man	 has	 for	 his	 friend.	 This	 is	
sakhya-bhāva.	The	relationship	between	Kucela	and	Kṛṣṇa	was	of	this	higher	
type.	Arjuna	too	for	the	most	part	moved	with	Kṛṣṇa	as	a	friend.	Still	higher	
and	 more	 intimate	 is	 vātsalya-bhāva,	 the	 love	 of	 the	 parent	 to	 a	 child.	
Kausalyā	had	the	Lord	Himself	as	her	child	 in	 the	 form	of	Ram.	The	 love	of	




Sitā	 and	Rāma,	 and	between	Rukmini	 and	Kṛṣṇa	was	of	 this	kind.	This	 is	 a	
closer	kinship	than	those	we	have	considered	so	far.	But	the	closest	of	all	is	
Madhura-bhāva,	the	romantic	love	of	the	lover	and	the	beloved,	as	in	the	case	










































































































































































































































































“I (Bhakti) was born in Draviḍa; and grew up in Karnāṭaka. I lived here and there in 
Maha ̄ra ̄shṭra; and became weak and old in Gujarat.” 























































































































































































































be	 purified?	 He	 whose	 speech	 is	 stammering,	 whose	 heart	 melts,	 who	 weeps	


















































































































































“Whereas	 Śāṇḍīlya’s	 approach	 is	more	 in	 keeping	with	Nirguṇa-bhakti	 and	
the	 classical	 systems	 of	 Sāṅkhya	 and	 Vedānta,	 Nārada	 shows	 a	 greater	
leaning	towards	the	Purāṇic	tradition	and	the	sectarian	characteristics	of	the	
Bhāgavatas	and	their	Saguṇa	mode	of	bhakti.	The	difference	between	Nārada	
































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































“The	 rasa	 associated	 with	 the	 Lord	 is	 incomprehensible	 in	 every	 respect	 for	
those	without	devotion.	 	He	states	that	those	who	are	burned	out	by	worthless	
asceticism,	 those	who	possess	dry	knowledge	(knowledge	 that	 is	 indifferent	 to	
devotion)	 are	 incapable	 of	 experiencing	 devotion.	 Because	 of	 this,	 the	
connoisseurs	 of	 devotion	 should	 always	protect	 the	Rasa	 of	 devotion	 to	Krsna	
from	 the	 dried-up	 old	 Mimamasakas,	 just	 as	 one	 would	 protect	 a	 valuable	
treasure	from	a	thief.	The	Rasa	associated	with	the	Lord	can	only	be	relished	by	
those	 devotees	who	 have	made	 the	 lotus-feet	 of	 Krsna	 their	 all	 in	 all.	 Rasa	 is	



















































































attachment,	 and	 then	 the	 devotion	 that	 is	 of	 the	 nature	 of	 love	
(preman)…what	 sort	 of	 knowledge	 is	 meant?	 ...Everything	 other	 than	 the	
Blessed	 Lord,	 because	 it	 is	 transient,	 is	 false	 (mayika)	 like	 a	 dream.	 It	 is	
devoid	 of	 true	 significance,	 painful,	 and	 to	 be	 shunned.	 The	 Blessed	 Lord	
alone	 is	 real;	He	 is	 the	 supreme	Bliss,	 self-luminous,	 eternal,	 the	One	 to	be	


























															 In	 closing	 this	 section	 on	 an	 Advaitin	 bhakta,	 I	 quote	 from	 Madhusūdana	












Bhagavad	Gita),	which	expresses	a	 compelling	simultaneity	of	nirguṇa	 and	 saguṇa	
bhakti:		
	 If	 the	yogins,	with	 their	minds	controlled	by	 the	practice	of	meditation,	 see	






















































Drama,	 dance,	 and	 music	 have	 been	 perceived	 to	 be	 vehicles	 of	 religious	
expression	and	conveyors	of	yearning	in	the	Hindu	tradition.	Classical	music	
and	 dance	 were	 considered	 to	 have	 been	 given	 by	 gods	 and	 goddesses	 to	
human	beings.	Even	now,	the	Goddess	Sarasvatī	 is	worshiped	as	the	patron	
goddess	of	music	and	learning.	Bharat’s	Nātyaśāstra,	the	treatise	on	classical	
dance,	 is	 considered	 to	 have	 the	 essence	 of	 the	 four	 Sanskrit	 Vedas	 and	
claims	 to	 be	 the	 fifth	 Veda.	 The	 performing	 arts	 therefore	 provide	 an	
alternative	 avenue	 to	 salvation,	 paralleling	 the	 way	 of	 knowledge	 seen	 in	
post	 Vedic	 literature.	 While	 pure	 music	 and	 dance	 (as	 distinguished	 from	
music	and	dance	with	devotional	content)	is	itself	said	to	be	of	divine	origin	
and	 understood	 to	 lead	 one	 to	 the	 divine,	 usually	 singing	 and	 dancing	 are	
connected	 with	 the	 bhakti	or	 devotion	 contained	 in	 the	 lyrics	 being	 sung.	
Devotion	to	the	deity	is	expressed	through	a	number	of	bhāvas	or	attitudes;	
these	 include	 the	 loving	 attitudes	 connected	 with	 service,	 maternal	 love,	
romantic	 love,	 and	 the	 like.	 The	 combination	 of	 the	 emotional	 lyrics	 sung	
with	 the	 abandon	 of	 devotion	 is	 said	 to	 be	 a	 path	 through	which	 one	 can	
reach	the	divine	goal	of	one’s	choice.143		
	
I	have	suggested	here	through	my	research	that	the	theology	of	the	Gauḍīya	
Vaiṣṇava	tradition	is	in	fact	informed	and	built	upon	Indian	aesthetics	rather	than	the	other	
way	around.	The	rasika	of	Indian	aesthetics	gave	birth	to	the	bhakti	of	Bhakti	Yoga	
expressed	in	this	tradition.	
																																																								
143	Vasudha	Narayanan,	“Brimming	with	Bhakti,	Embodiments	of	Shakti:	Devotees,	
Deities,	Performers,	Reformers,	and	Other	Women	of	Power	in	the	Hindu	Tradition,”	
Feminism	and	World	Religions,	edited	by	Arvind	Sharma	and	Katherine	K.	Young	(Albany:	
State	University	of	New	York,	1999),	50.	
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Music	and	dance	also	plays	an	important	roll	in	expressing	ecstatic	embodied	
devotion	in	Gauḍīya	Vaisnavism	through	the	devotional	practice	of	chanting	the	names	of	
Kṛṣṇa	and	Rādhā	through	mantra,	bhajans	and	the	important	bhakti	practice	of	Sankirtana.	
These	devotional	acts	form	some	of	the	ways	in	which	to	maintain	a	mind	fixed	on	Kṛṣṇa.		
Through	the	research	done	for	this	essay,	I	learned	that	it	is	possible	to	understand	
the	affective	transformation	of	the	devotee	through	Rūpa	Gosvāmin’s	extensive	
reinterpretation	of	bhāva	and	rasa	sentiment	articulated	through	Vaiṣṇava	theology.	Here	
in	this	case,	we	were	able	to	take	ritual	devotion	as	the	starting	point	and	gaze	into	the	
eternality	of	the	Rasa-līlā	as	a	well-cultured	rasika	bhakta	relishing	the	divine	form	through	
śṛṅgāra	rasa,	the	ultimate	of	all	rasa	sentiment.			
	 This	emotional	state	felt	through	the	body	and	senses	is	not	of	a	mundane	quality.	It	
is	heightened	to	a	divine	level	in	which	all	the	separate	nine	rasa	disappear	and	merge	into	
one	of	pure	love.	In	order	to	fully	grasp	this	experience	for	the	devotee,	I	imagine	is	to	
become	a	devotee	oneself.		
By	practicing	Bhakti	Sādhanā	with	a	pure	mind	and	a	pure	heart,	one	would	at	least	
begin	to	savor	and	relish	what	this	experience	might	be.	Just	as	a	pure	rasika	is	trained	in	
the	various	ways	of	properly	experiencing	a	dramatic	performance,	so	is	the	devotee	of	the	
Krsna-lila.	Through	a	form	of	stylized	emotional	relationships	such	as	the	sthāyibhāva	
rooted	in	love,	the	devotee	here	pulls	from	saṃskāras	created	by	devotional	ritual,	waiting	
ultimately	for	God’s	grace	granting	spontaneous	bliss	to	reassure	them	of	the	path.		
Yet	the	“performance”	of	ritual	is	designed	toward	creating	a	permanent	state	of	the	
single	rasa,	where	in	a	dramatic	performance	it	is	understood	that	the	sentiment	is	
temporary,	savored	and	relished	in	the	moment.	Emotion	plays	an	important	roll	in	this	
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worship,	yet	it	is	not	the	emotion	of	ego-based	fueled	expression.	Emotive	sentiment	is	
inspired	through	sensual	descriptions	of	Kṛṣṇa,	Rādhā	and	sacred	places,	people	and	things	
and	used	as	a	tool	to	transform	the	bhakta	into	possessing	a	devotional	body.	The	body	in	
light	of	India’s	well-known	ascetic	practices	and	denial	of	the	sensory	world	takes	form	in	
respect	to	Kṛṣṇa.	The	body	is	not	denied	per	se	but	transformed	into	a	devotional	
landscape.				
			 In	closing	I’d	like	to	consider	the	question:	Why	study	bhakti?	I	ask	this	especially	
against	the	more	pressing	issues	of	climate	change,	gender	discrimination,	pollution	and	
poverty	that	are	at	the	surface	a	more	urgent	calling.		
The	major	significance	of	the	study	of	bhakti	for	understanding	Hinduism	and	
religion	in	India	more	generally	is	that	it	gives	a	validation	for	many	voices	to	be	
communicated	and	heard.	The	Epics,	the	Gita,	and	the	Purāṇas	are	permeated	with	bhakti;	
guru	traditions	in	Buddhism,	Jainism,	Hinduism	and	Sikhism	all	define	human	relationship	
of	love	and	loyalty.	Individual	bhaktas	become	inspirations	and	take	a	place	in	the	history	
of	saints	by	speaking	of	their	own	devotion,	and	for	being	remembered	for	doing	so.		
The	abundant	articles	on	bhakti	saints	can	be	a	testament	to	the	multiplicity	of	
voices	across	a	range	of	religious	tradition,	language,	caste,	class	and	gender.	Having	an	
access	to	the	shared	value	of	participatory	devotion	reveals	various	ways	of	imagining	God	
and	distinctive	modes	of	expression.		
Bhakti	also	leans	towards	sharing	and	inclusiveness.	It	is	voluntary	and	not	a	
hereditary	association.	Therefore	breaking	boundaries	set	by	caste.	Savoring	the	poetry	or	
biography	of	a	saint	can	be	a	form	of	encouragement	as	well	as	an	embodied	
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representation	to	share	in	the	bhakti	of	that	saint.	Bhakti	is	generally	inclusive	and	also	
provides	an	alternate	history	to	orthodoxy	and	secrecy,	which	are	marked	by	exclusivity.		
Among	the	many	reasons	to	study	bhakti,	the	prominent	themes	of	either	nirguṇa	or	
saguṇa	imaginings	allow	for	a	wide	range	of	imaginings	of	God.144	Bhakti	as	devotion	in	
participation	in	its	many	permutations	is	ultimately	a	dwelling	in	the	wellspring	of	love.	It	
is	perhaps	for	this	reason	that	love	has	the	potential	to	heal	the	world	and	open	hearts.		It	
can	teach	us	to	appreciate	the	divine	manifesting	in	every	living	and	non-living	being,	to	
find	personal	transcendence	within	God’s	immanence.						
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
																																																								
144	Pechilis,	Karen,	“Defining	Bhakti.”	The	Continuum	Companion	to	Hindu	Studies,	
edited	by	Jessica	Frazier	(London:	Continuum	International	Publishing	Group,	2011),	115-
117.	
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